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pool	and	a	pool	house	behind	it.	They	hung	expensive	art	on	the	walls,	but	there	were	very	few	picture	frames.		 Tony	and	I	spent	most	of	the	afternoon	in	the	pool.	His	mom	watched	in	silence	from	the	shade	of	the	porch.	Tony	dove	and	flipped	and	twisted	like	a	trained	sea	lion,	maneuvering	effortlessly	through	the	water	as	I	struggled	to	stay	afloat	in	the	deep	end.	When	Tony	started	complaining	about	being	hungry,	his	mom	sent	us	inside	to	dry	off	and	change	clothes.	In	his	upstairs	bedroom,	Tony	stripped	off	his	swimsuit	and	began	rummaging	through	his	drawers	in	search	of	dry	underwear,	talking	the	whole	time	about	how	he	hoped	his	mom	would	cook	chicken	nuggets.	I	turned	away	from	him,	embarrassed.	Mumbling	something	about	needing	to	pee,	I	grabbed	my	towel	and	clothes	and	slipped	into	his	bathroom.		 As	Tony	and	I	sat	in	the	kitchen	eating	dinosaur-shaped	chicken	nuggets,	his	dad	came	in	from	a	day	of	golf,	ruffled	Tony’s	hair,	and	handed	his	wife	a	small	box	with	blue	ribbon	tied	around	it.	She	didn’t	ask	whether	he’d	bogied	the	fourth	hole,	and	he	didn’t	ask	if	she’d	had	a	nice	day	at	home,	but	she	did	smile	as	she	pulled	a	diamond	necklace	out	of	the	box,	and	he	did	kiss	her	on	the	cheek	after	he	took	the	necklace	from	her	and	fastened	it	around	her	neck.	Tony	and	I	ate	in	silence	as	his	dad	left	to	shower	and	his	mom,	holding	the	necklace	up,	admired	her	reflection	in	the	microwave	door.		 That	night,	Tony	and	I	climbed	into	his	four-poster	bed	and	watched	movies.	Tony	fell	asleep	halfway	through	the	second	one,	but	I	was	still	awake	an	hour	after	I’d	fished	out	the	remote	from	under	Tony’s	pillow	and	flicked	the	TV	off.	Through	Tony’s	cracked	bedroom	door,	I	could	hear	someone	snoring	down	the	hall.	Tony	
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didn’t	have	any	siblings.	His	parents’	room	was	downstairs.	I	elbowed	Tony	in	the	ribs.	“Who	is	that	snoring?”	I	whispered.		 “Wha…?”		 “Wake	up!”	I	elbowed	him	again.	“Who	is	that	snoring?”		 Tony	sat	up	and	listened.	He	fell	back	onto	his	pillow.	“It’s	my	dad.”		 “Your	parents’	room	is	downstairs	on	the	other	side	of	the	house.”		 “Yeah,	it’s…it’s	the	other	one,”	he	said.			 “What?”		 “There’s…well...”	He	sighed.	“I	don’t	think	I’m	supposed	to	talk	about	it.”		 He	was	biting	the	inside	of	his	lip.	“You	can	tell	me,	Tony.”		 “It’s	going	to	sound	really	weird.”		 “I	won’t	think	it’s	weird,”	I	promised.		He	took	another	quick	breath	and	then	exhaled	the	words:	“In	our	old	house	there	was	a	room	that	was	always	locked.	I	could	hear	people	inside.	Moving	and	snoring	and	whatever.	I	asked	my	parents	about	it	until	I	was	five,	and	then	I	stopped	asking.	They	never	answered	me.”	I	digested	the	information	and	then	asked,	“Is	there	a	room	like	that	down	the	hall?”	“When	we	moved	into	this	house,	it	followed	us.	I	remember	coming	here	before	we	bought	it.	The	room	down	the	hall	wasn’t	there.	Then	we	moved	in	and	it	was.	Dad	kicked	the	door	and	cussed	over	and	over	until	Mom	came	and	stopped	him.	Neither	one	of	them	ever	looks	at	the	door.	I	think	they	try	not	to	walk	past	it.”		 “Tony,	you	said	your	dad	was	in	there.”	
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	 “Yeah,	the	other	one.”	He	picked	at	his	fingernails	and	then	rubbed	his	eyes	with	white-knuckled	fists.	“If	I	show	you,	you	have	to	promise	not	to	tell	anyone.”		 “I	promise.”	We	locked	pinkies	and	shook.		 So	we	got	out	of	bed	and	crept	down	the	upstairs	hallway	to	the	room	that	shouldn’t	be	in	Tony’s	house.	The	sound	of	snoring—a	deep,	guttural	snore—grew	louder	as	we	approached.	“Don’t	talk	any.	They’re	sleeping,”	Tony	whispered	as	he	turned	the	knob	and	eased	the	door	open.			 We	stepped	inside.	It	was	only	one	bedroom,	but	it	might	as	well	have	been	two.	On	the	left	the	walls	were	painted	a	dark	navy	blue,	and	thick	gray	curtains	hung	in	front	of	a	window,	blocking	out	the	moon.	A	bag	of	golf	clubs	sat	beside	the	window.	The	floor	was	carpet,	and	the	wall	closest	to	the	door	housed	a	massive	bookshelf,	completely	full	and	neatly	lined	with	books	of	every	kind.	Their	spines	were	worn.	A	stack	of	books,	one	of	them	lying	open,	sat	on	an	end	table.	Beside	that	was	a	bed.	It	was	small,	only	big	enough	for	one	person.	Tony’s	dad	was	sleeping	in	it.	He	was	still	snoring.			 The	other	side	of	the	room	was	painted	a	brighter	yellow,	and	through	an	open	window	moonlight	flooded	in	and	spilled	across	dull	hardwood	floors.	Stacks	of	clothes,	kind	of	folded	but	not	too	tidy,	lined	the	three	walls.	There	was	no	furniture.	Just	a	hammock	hanging	from	the	ceiling.	It	was	a	real	hammock,	woven	from	thick	cords	of	cotton	that	stretched	under	the	human	weight	they	held.	Tony’s	mom	was	in	it,	curled	up	in	a	ball.	She	was	naked	except	for	a	necklace	hanging	down	over	her	shoulder,	its	diamond	twinkling	in	the	moonlight.	She	looked	a	little	like	an	angel,	laying	there	on	her	back,	her	pale	skin	illuminated,	the	hammock	
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cradling	her	and	then	rising	up	on	either	side	of	her,	reaching	up	to	the	ceiling	like	wings.		 A	thin	white	curtain	separated	the	two	sides	of	the	room.		 I	looked	at	Tony	looking	down	at	his	feet.	When	he	turned	and	held	the	door	open	for	me,	I	followed	him	back	down	the	hall	and	into	his	room.	We	sat	cross-legged	on	his	bed.	I	waited	for	him	to	talk	first.		 “A	few	months	ago,	I	heard	them	yelling.	The	real	ones.	They	don’t	really	fight	at	all.	Never	have.	I	mean	they	don’t	always	talk	that	much,	but	fighting	isn’t	their	thing.	But	they	were	yelling,	and	I	wasn’t	trying	to	listen	but	I	couldn’t	really	help	it,	and	I	don’t	even	think	they	knew	I	was	in	the	house.	I	just	heard	my	mom	say	‘Then	we	never	should’ve	gotten	married	in	the	first	place!’	and	my	dad	said	‘Your	parents	didn’t	really	give	us	a	choice.’”		 Tony	picked	at	his	fingernails	some	more.	“I’m	not	in	the	room.	They’re	both	in	there	living	together	but	not	really,	and	I’m	not	there,”	he	said.		 “Your	mom	was	wearing	the	necklace	your	dad	gave	her	today.	I	saw	it	around	her	neck.”	That	seemed	lighter.	That	seemed	positive.			 Tony	nodded.	“And	all	those	books	are	the	ones	she’s	bought	him	over	the	years,	a	lot	of	them	before	they	even	got	married.	I’ve	seen	them	all	in	my	dad’s	office.”	He	uncrossed	his	legs,	lay	down	on	his	back,	and	hugged	his	chest.	“When	I	came	down	the	stairs	an	hour	after	the	yelling	stopped,	they	were	on	the	couch.	Mom	had	Dad	wrapped	up	in	a	hug,	and	they	were	just	sitting	there.	When	they	saw	me,	they	knew	I’d	heard	them	fighting,	but	we	didn’t	talk	about	it.”	
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	 I	thought	about	the	way	my	mom	smiled	when	my	dad	kissed	her	and	how	much	they	made	one	another	laugh.	“Do	you	think	your	parents	still	love	each	other?”	I	asked.		 “Yeah,	but	I	don’t	think	they	ever	wanted	to	be	together.”		 I	didn’t	know	how	to	respond	to	that,	so	I	didn’t.		 “A	few	days	after	the	argument,	I	noticed	the	door	down	the	hall	was	cracked	open.	I	went	in	and	saw	them.	It	was	the	afternoon	so	they	weren’t	asleep.	They	didn’t	talk	to	me,	just	to	each	other.	About	books	and	music	and	their	friends	they	had	in	college.	Then	they	stopped	talking,	and	when	Mom	went	to	her	side	of	the	room,	she	closed	the	curtain	in	the	middle,	and	they…were	just	there.	Not	really	by	themselves.	Still	alone	though.”		 Later	that	night	after	Tony	had	fallen	back	to	sleep,	I	lay	in	his	bed	and	thought	about	the	stranger	that	lived	in	the	bedroom	bordering	my	own,	and	I	wondered	what	the	hell	it	could	be,	and	why	it	was	there,	and	why	it	had	always	been	there.	 *	*	*		 When	I	was	twelve,	I	asked	an	innocent	question:	“Mom,	can	I	have	a	girlfriend?”	She	was	driving	her	old	beaten	up	Ford	Taurus	home	from	school.	I	was	sitting	in	the	passenger	seat,	though	I’d	had	to	beg	for	permission—my	dad	still	made	me	sit	in	the	back,	always.	I	was	watching	her	as	I	said	the	words.	Her	cheeks	rose	half	an	inch,	emphasizing	the	crow’s	feet	that	had	landed—only	lightly—above	her	cheekbones	and	around	her	eyes.	I	think	she	was	trying	not	to	laugh.	She	said,	“You’re	a	little	young	for	that,	don’t	you	think?”	
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	 “I	don’t	know.	Everyone	else	has	girlfriends.”		 “Girlfriends,	plural?	As	in	more	than	one?	How	brave	of	them.”		 “Everyone	else	has	a	girlfriend,”	I	corrected.		 “There	you	go.”	Teacher	mode.	She	never	turned	it	off.		 “At	recess	today	all	the	guys	kept	telling	me	that	Casey	thought	I	was	cute	and	that	we	should	go	out.”		 “Do	you	think	Casey	is	cute?”	she	asked.		 I	thought	about	it	for	a	second.	“She’s	not	not	cute.”		 She	couldn’t	help	it	this	time.	Mom	burst	into	laughter	like	she	did	when	Dad	made	one	of	his	corny	jokes,	like	I	did	when	he	pinned	me	to	the	ground	and	wouldn’t	stop	tickling	me.	“I	think	you’re	a	little	young	for	a	girlfriend	anyway.	Wait	a	few	years	and	then	we’ll	talk.”	I	nodded,	a	little	relieved	I	couldn’t	date	Casey.	“Are	there	any	girls	at	school	that	you	think	are	cute?”	she	asked,	smirking	in	my	direction.		 “No,	I	don’t	really	like	any	of	them	like	that.”		 “That’s	alright.	Like	I	said,	we’ll	talk	in	a	few	years.”		The	conversation	could’ve	ended	there,	but	I	said,	“Mom?”		 “Yeah?”		 “Do	boys	have	to	marry	girls?”	I	wasn’t	nervous	asking	because	I	didn’t	know	there	was	any	reason	to	be	nervous.	But	I’d	been	thinking	about	it	all	day.	The	mood	in	the	car	shifted;	Mom’s	knuckles	tightened	around	the	steering	wheel,	and	she	slowed	her	driving,	though	I	don’t	think	she	meant	to.		 “Well,	yes.	Boys	marry	girls,	and	girls	marry	boys.”	
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	 “Okay.”		 “Why	do	you	ask?”		 “I	don’t	know.	I	didn’t	know	if	that	was	a	rule	or	if	people	did	it	just	because.”		 “It’s	a	rule,”	she	said.	“In	the	beginning,	God	created	the	heavens	and	the	earth,	the	plants	and	animals,	and	Adam	and	Eve.	And	do	you	remember	what	God	said	about	them?”		 “It	was	good.”		 “That’s	right.	It	was	good.	Adam	and	Eve	lived	together	and	were	married	and	had	children.	It’s	how	God	planned	the	world,”	she	explained.		 “But	then	they	messed	up,”	I	said.		 “What	do	you	mean?”		 “They	messed	up.	They	ate	the	fruit.”		 “Well,	yeah.	They	sinned.”		 “So	why	were	they	still	good?”	I	asked.		 “They	might’ve	sinned,	but	God	still	made	them	for	one	another.	Nothing	is	perfect	except	for	God.”		 I	thought	about	that	for	a	second	and	then	asked,	“If	God	created	Adam	and	Eve	and	then	they	sinned,	how	was	God	still	perfect?”		 “He	just	was,	honey.	It	was	all	part	of	His	plan.”		 “Okay.”		 “Do	you	understand?”	she	asked.		 “Yeah,	I	think	so.”	We	were	silent	for	a	minute.	Then:	“What	happens	if	someone	breaks	the	rule?”	
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	 “Like,	if	a	man	marries	a	man?”	I	could	hear	her	voice	going	higher	at	the	end	of	the	question.	I	nodded	yes.	“Well,	it’s	a	sin.	It’s	a	really	big	sin.”		 “Didn’t	Jesus	die	to	forgive	everybody’s	sins?”		 “Yeah,	but	some	sins	are	different,	honey.	Jesus	will	forgive	you	for	lying	or	disobeying	me	or	being	mean	to	a	friend,	but	some	sins	are	different.”		 “So	it’s	like	a	really	really	bad	sin.”		 “Yes.”		 “Okay.”		 “Do	you	understand?”	she	asked.		 “Yeah,	I	think	so.”	For	a	minute,	the	clicking	of	the	motor	filled	the	silence.	Then:	“Do	you	think	any	of	the	boys	in	your	school	are	cute?”	She	said	it	calmly.	Like	she’d	asked	if	there	was	any	milk	in	the	fridge.	Like	she’d	asked	if	I	wanted	hamburgers	for	supper.		 “No,	I	don’t	think	so,”	I	said.		 But	I’d	never	thought	about	it	like	that.	The	other	boys	didn’t	call	each	other	cute.	They	just	called	girls	that.	Simon	had	a	nice	smile.	I	liked	it	when	he	smiled,	but	I’d	never	thought	about	him	being	cute.	I’d	never	assigned	that	word	to	any	boy	I	knew.	I	didn’t	know	I	could.		 “Would	Jesus	forgive	me	if	I	thought	a	boy	was	cute?”	I	asked.	The	question	worried	me.	My	voice	wavered	as	I	said	the	words,	and	Mom	clenched	her	jaw	and	stayed	quiet.	She	was	trying	to	turn	left	into	heavy	traffic,	trying	to	find	an	open	window	through	which	she	could	accelerate	and	continue	home.	Her	fingers	
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drummed	on	the	steering	wheel,	tapping	out	a	haphazard	beat	that	clashed	with	the	steady	rhythm	of	the	blinker.		Finally	she	turned	right	and	into	an	empty	parking	lot.	“Listen,	honey,”	she	said,	shifting	into	park.	“Some	sins	are	different.	Some	are	really	big,	and	Jesus	doesn’t	forgive	those.	But	look	at	me.	Do	you	think	any	of	the	boys	in	your	school	are	cute?”		 I	thought	about	Simon	and	how	warm	his	smile	was	and	how	he	had	more	freckles	on	his	nose	in	the	summer	than	the	winter.	The	back	of	my	throat	started	to	burn.		 She’d	just	said	Jesus	would	forgive	me	for	lying.	“No,	I	don’t	think	so,”	I	responded.		 “Then	don’t	worry	about	it,”	she	smiled	weakly.	“You’re	not	gay.”		 “Gay?”		 “That’s	what	it’s	called	when	a	boy	likes	another	boy,	but	you	don’t	have	to	worry	about	it,”	she	said.		 “Okay.”		 Before	she	pulled	out	of	the	empty	parking	lot,	I	looked	over	at	her	and	started	crying,	the	burning	in	my	throat	spreading	to	my	eyes.	“I’m	sorry,	Mom.	I’m	sorry.”		 She	reached	for	my	hand	and	held	it	tight.	“Oh,	baby,	don’t	be	sorry.	You’ve	got	nothing	to	worry	about.	There’s	nothing	wrong	with	asking	questions.	Now	you	know.”	With	her	other	hand	she	grabbed	the	back	of	my	neck	and	pulled	me	into	her	chest,	resting	her	chin	on	top	of	my	head.	I	folded	into	her	and	let	the	thick	cotton	of	
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parents	were	out	of	town	for	vacation.	I	rode	there	in	the	passenger	seat	of	Tony’s	orange	Jeep.	We’d	spent	an	hour	removing	the	roof	and	doors	earlier	that	afternoon,	and	the	almost-summer	night	air	settled	over	us	like	a	blanket	at	each	stop	sign.	When	we	reached	the	highway,	I	felt	like	we	were	sitting	in	front	of	an	industrial	fan	in	a	stuffy	gym.	The	wind	dried	the	sweat	on	our	brows	but	was	a	far	cry	from	cold.		 The	new	guy	Jeffery	had	moved	in	halfway	through	the	offseason	and	was	still	trying	to	solidify	his	place	on	the	team—not	his	playing	position,	he’d	definitely	move	me	down	a	spot	on	the	bench	next	season.	But	most	of	us	had	been	playing	basketball	together	for	at	least	four	years.	He	had	a	lot	of	catching	up	to	do,	hence	the	booze	and	end-of-the-school-year	party.		 Jeffery’s	house	was	a	red	brick	two-story	with	twin	columns	on	either	side	of	a	white	front	door.	Several	cars	I	recognized	sat	parked	in	the	driveway	and	along	the	street,	and	as	we	walked	up	to	the	front	door,	Tony	slipped	me	his	keys.	I’d	be	driving	us	home.		 We	let	ourselves	inside	and	were	greeted	with	shouts	from	half	drunk	teammates.	Aaron	stumbled	forward,	put	an	arm	around	each	of	our	shoulders,	and	led	us	to	the	kitchen	where	the	drinks	were.	As	Aaron	poured	Tony	a	cup,	I	caught	a	whiff	of	rubbing	alcohol.	I	stopped	him	before	he	could	pour	some	for	me.		 For	the	next	hour,	I	watched	Tony	down	cup	after	cup	of	the	punch	and	dance	to	a	rhythm	completely	separate	from	that	of	the	music	playing	over	Jeffery’s	sound	system.	He	lost	two	games	of	beer	pong	and	then	asked	me	to	be	his	partner	for	a	third	game.	“No	thanks,	man.	Don’t	think	I’ll	improve	your	chances,”	I	said.		
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	 He	lumbered	over	in	my	direction	and	poked	a	finger	in	my	chest.	“You	are	a	shit	shooter.”	He	laughed,	and	I	could	smell	the	alcohol	on	his	breath	even	after	he	returned	to	the	ping-pong	table,	new	partner	at	his	side.			 “Hey,	Jeffery,”	I	shouted	over	the	music,	“where’s	the	bathroom?”		 He	pointed	to	the	hallway	behind	him.	“That	one’s	full	right	now,	so	go	upstairs.	There’s	one	up	there.	My	brother	won’t	mind.”	I	nodded	thanks	and	took	the	carpeted	steps	two	at	a	time.	At	the	top	was	a	simple	hallway	with	a	door	at	the	far	end	and	two	doors	on	the	right.	The	second	door	was	open	to	a	sink	and	mirror,	so	I	bypassed	the	first	and	was	about	to	go	in	when	I	heard	my	name.			 “Dean?”	I	turned	around.	The	first	door	was	open	about	a	foot,	and	a	warm	light	from	inside	made	the	wooden	doorframe	glow.	I	walked	back	down	the	hall	and	pushed	the	door	inward.			 “Simon?”	He	sat	at	a	metal	desk	with	a	computer	and	a	stack	of	books	in	front	of	him.	He’d	aged	more	than	me	in	the	past	two	years.	His	black	hair	had	grown	into	locks	that	fell	over	his	forehead,	and	dark	stubble	shadowed	his	chin	and	jawline,	making	him	look	more	serious	than	the	circus	performer	I	remembered	from	the	eighth	grade	locker	room.		 “It’s	been	a	while,”	he	said.		 “Yeah.”		 “You	can	come	in.”	So	I	took	a	step	inside,	leaving	the	door	cracked	behind	me.	Simon’s	room	was	small.	The	walls	were	bright	red,	but	he’d	mostly	covered	them	with	posters:	Harry	Potter,	Star	Wars,	NBA	basketball	teams,	Kings	of	Leon	tours.	His	bed	was	a	twin,	and	across	from	its	foot	a	TV	sat	atop	a	wooden	dresser.	
		
29		
There	was	a	single	window	with	its	black	curtains	drawn.	I	picked	up	a	basketball	from	the	floor—which	was	neat	and	uncluttered	with	no	dirty	clothes	thrown	around—and	tried	to	spin	it	on	my	middle	finger.	It	wobbled	for	half	a	second	then	fell	into	my	left	hand.			 “I	didn’t	know	Jeffery	was	your	brother.”		 “Yeah,	I	just	got	him	a	few	months	ago,”	he	said.	“Found	him	on	Craigslist.	The	ad	didn’t	say	he’d	play	basketball	and	invite	my	old	teammates	to	the	house	for	a	party.”	He	took	a	sip	from	a	solo	cup	that	looked	like	it	was	full	of	the	punch	from	downstairs.	“Mom	got	married.”	His	walnut	eyes	shone	brighter	when	he	said	it.		 “How’s	that	going?”		 “It’s	nice	having	a	dad	for	once.	And	Jeffery’s	cool.	I	like	having	an	older	brother.”		 “I	wish	I	had	one	sometimes,”	I	said.		 The	conversation	lapsed	into	an	uncomfortable	silence,	and	Simon	downed	the	contents	of	his	cup.	I	hadn’t	spoken	to	him	since	what	happened	in	the	locker	room.	Basketball	season	ended	a	few	weeks	later,	and	then	Simon	quit	the	team.	Then	I	only	saw	him	in	passing.	We	stopped	saying	hi	to	one	another.			 I	tossed	the	basketball	into	his	lap	and	asked,	“You	still	play?”		 “Only	in	the	driveway.	Jeffery	is	a	lot	better,	but	he	goes	easy	on	me.”	He	picked	up	the	ball,	palmed	it,	and	let	it	drop	to	the	floor.	It	bounced	a	few	inches	and	then	settled	into	the	carpet.			 “Would	you	do	anything	differently	if	you	could	go	back?”	he	asked,	staring	at	his	blank	computer	desktop	instead	of	looking	at	me.	“I	thought	you	were	going	to	
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defend	me,	you	know?	Becauseyouknow...”	Simon	slurred	the	last	three	words.	I	glanced	toward	the	door	and	thought	about	leaving,	wondered	why	I’d	come	inside	in	the	first	place.	Simon	shifted	in	his	chair	and	picked	up	his	empty	cup	then	set	it	back	down.		 “I’m	sorry	I	didn’t.”	My	voice	cracked,	and	I	coughed	to	cover	it	up.		 “But	would	you	change	it?	Go	back	and	do	it?”		 “I	don’t	know.”	Because	I	didn’t.	I	wished	I	could	say	yes,	definitely,	that	I’d	defend	him	if	I	had	the	chance,	but	I	knew	I	couldn’t.	Because	Simon	had	been	confident	and	funny	and	relaxed	and	a	part	of	the	circus,	and	they’d	still	thrown	him	out.	I’d	been	me—short	and	pencil-armed	and	quiet	in	the	corner—and	they	could’ve	crucified	me	if	they’d	known	I	had	a	stranger	living	in	a	bedroom	bordering	my	own,	if	they’d	had	any	suspicions	about	why	it	was	there,	if	they’d	had	any	reason	to	associate	me	with	anything	queer.			 “If	I	were	anyone	else,	I	could’ve	defended	you.”		 “It’s	okay,	Dean.”	Simon	cleared	his	throat	and	with	his	palm	wiped	the	cheek	that	faced	away	from	me.	I	thought	about	the	valentine	I’d	given	him,	the	one	my	parents	told	me	to	make	for	someone	special.	I	thought	about	the	conversation	I	had	with	my	mom	on	the	ride	home	from	school.	I	thought	about	the	first	time	I	put	a	name	to	that	feeling	I	had	when	I	saw	Simon’s	smile,	and	the	first	time	I	put	a	name	to	that	other	feeling	I	had	when	he	directed	his	smile	at	me.	I	needed	him	to	understand.		 I	stepped	toward	Simon’s	bed	and	sat	on	the	floor,	leaning	back	against	the	gray	comforter.	I	closed	my	eyes.	My	stomach	felt	like	I’d	drunk	some	of	the	
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Everclear	straight.	“Simon,	there’s	this	room	in	my	house	that	I’ve	never	gone	into.”	I	took	a	deep	breath,	held	it,	and	let	it	go.	I	wasn’t	watching	Simon,	but	I	heard	him	move	from	his	desk	chair	to	the	carpet	beside	me.	His	bedframe	squeaked	as	he	leaned	against	the	mattress.			 “My	mom	and	I	got	rid	of	ours	when	I	was	eleven,”	he	said.		 My	eyes	snapped	open.	“What?”		 “Locked	room	in	your	house	that’s	not	supposed	to	be	there?	Hear	someone	moving	around	in	it	sometimes?”	He	raised	his	eyebrows.	I	nodded.	“We	had	one,	too.	Mom	said	it	showed	up	as	soon	as	I	was	born.”		 Simon	looked	at	me	like	he	expected	a	response.	I	stayed	quiet	and	listened	to	my	heartbeat	thumping	in	my	ears.	He	continued.	“She	told	me	later	she	thought	it	had	something	to	do	with	my	not	having	a	dad,	so	we	talked	about	it	all	the	time.	About	how	we’d	be	fine	with	just	the	two	of	us.	It	never	went	away	though.	The	door	stayed	locked.	When	I	got	older,	we	quizzed	one	another.	I’d	say	‘Mom,	have	you	done	anything	you	regretted?	Have	you	kept	anything	from	me?	Have	you	lied	to	anyone	about	anything?’	She’d	sit	there	cross-legged	with	her	eyes	closed	and	say	that	she	hadn’t.	Then	she’d	do	the	same	to	me.”		I	thought	about	the	way	my	family	never	talked	about	the	stranger	that	lived	in	our	home.	I	saw	my	dad	look	at	the	ceiling	and	look	back	down.	I	heard	my	mom	say,	“Dean,	focus.”		 Simon	kept	going.	“But	one	day	I	came	home	from	school,	and	I	guess	I	couldn’t	stop	smiling,	and	she	kept	asking	me	why,	and	I	kept	telling	her	I	didn’t	know	why,	I	was	just	really	happy,	and	then	it	hit	me.	You	know	that	feeling	you	get	
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when	you’re	on	the	swings	and	you’ve	gone	all	the	way	back	and	then	you	look	up	before	you	fall	down?	And	then	it’s	like	your	stomach	gets	caught	up	there	and	you	leave	it	behind?	I	loved	that	feeling.	And	I	came	home	from	school	that	day,	and	I	still	felt	like	that.	And	I	couldn’t	stop	smiling.”		 I	remembered	the	playground	and	the	swings.	I	remembered	saving	a	swing	for	Simon.	We	liked	the	two	at	the	far	end.	I	remembered	the	way	Simon’s	face	split	with	joy	every	time	he’d	leave	his	stomach,	the	way	he’d	shout	every	time	he	fell	and	swung	forward.			 “So	I	told	her	about	you,	and	I	told	her	about	our	valentines	in	fourth	grade,	and	I	told	her	you	were	my	best	friend.	Then	I	realized	that	you	were	something	more	than	that.	I	was	eleven,	so	I	didn’t	really	get	it.	But	I	got	it	enough.		 “She	told	me	that	most	boys	like	girls,	but	not	all	boys	like	girls,	and	that	was	fine.	And	I	said	okay.	And	we	sat	on	the	couch	all	night,	ended	up	falling	asleep	there.	The	next	morning	that	room	was	gone.”	I	remembered	what	Grandma	said.	That	woman,	that	room—they’d	just	disappeared.		 “But…I	mean…you’re…you	were	so	young.	It’s	not	like	you	were	lying.	Why	was	there	a	room	because	of	you?”		 Simon	pulled	his	legs	to	his	chest	and	hugged	his	shins.	“Gay	people	are	born	a	secret.	The	world	doesn’t	expect	it.	At	least	our	world	doesn’t.”		 Downstairs,	the	music	thrummed	louder,	the	bass	vibrating	the	walls	and	pulsing	through	the	floor	of	Simon’s	room.	I	wished	I	could	be	down	there,	drinking	and	shouting	and	helping	Tony	lose	another	round	of	beer	pong.	A	part	of	the	circus.	
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A	part	of	something	that	felt	easy.	I	turned	to	face	Simon.	“Does	Jeffery	know?	Does	his	dad?”		 “Yeah,	they	know.	Mom	said	we	had	to	talk	about	it.	That	I	had	to	feel	like	I	could	talk	about	it.”		 “Yeah.”		 “Dean,”	he	said,	looking	up	from	the	floor,	“you	need	to	talk	about	it.”			 “I	tried.	When	I	was	younger.	My	mom’s	not	like	yours.	Dad’s	the	same.”	Mom	had	been	clear.	The	world	worked	a	certain	way,	and	there	wasn’t	room	for	another	option.	“I	can’t	talk	about	it.”	I	tried	to	hold	my	lip	steady,	hung	my	chin	on	my	chest,	and	turned	away	from	Simon.		 “That’s	the	only	way	it’ll	get	better.	That’s	how	you	make	it	go	away.”		 Simon	leaned	into	my	shoulder.	I	could	feel	him	holding	back,	could	feel	his	arm	itching	to	reach	up	and	wrap	around	my	neck,	to	hold	me	close	and	tight.	“I	can’t.”	I	stood	and	crossed	the	room	in	three	steps.	I	pulled	the	door	open,	letting	the	sounds	from	the	party	fill	the	room.	“Goodbye,	Simon.”	*	*	*		 When	I	was	seventeen,	I	pushed	al	dente	linguine	around	my	dinner	plate	and	nodded	along	with	the	conversation	as	my	mom	described	how	a	group	of	boys	had	cornered	Simon	at	his	car	in	the	school	parking	lot	and	beat	him	until	he	stopped	moving	because	someone	had	found	and	copied	and	shared	a	picture	of	him	kissing	a	boy	from	another	school.	Mom	was	thankful	the	boys	had	only	been	suspended	instead	of	expelled.	Dad	drummed	his	fingers	against	the	dinner	table	and	said	Simon	was	just	getting	what	a	father	should’ve	given	him.	
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tier	of	the	stage	where	the	baritones	usually	stand,	and	what	if	the	bridesmaids	and	groomsmen	who	are	standing	up	there	on	that	top	tier	got	electrocuted.	In	the	middle	of	the	foot	washing	ceremony.	Imagine	the	discussion!		 Cameron	removes	a	navy	towel	from	the	stack	and	wraps	it	around	Sidney’s	feet,	taking	care	to	dry	the	skin	between	each	of	her	toes.	Finished,	he	sets	the	towel	aside	and	holds	out	one	heel	at	a	time,	helping	Sidney	back	into	her	shoes.			 They	swap	places.	Sidney	sits	at	the	top	of	the	steps	leading	up	to	the	stage,	and	her	maid	of	honor	walks	over	to	adjust	her	dress,	throwing	the	train	down	the	steps	so	that	it	looks	like	a	frozen	waterfall.	Sidney	repeats	the	process	for	Cameron,	removing	his	shoes	and	washing	his	feet	and	drying	them	with	a	new	towel.	When	she	finishes,	Cameron	helps	Sidney	stand,	and	they	walk	back	to	the	middle	of	the	stage.		 The	sun	has	lowered	a	little	more,	shining	through	the	windows	on	the	right	of	the	sanctuary	and	illuminating	the	muted	stained	glass	on	the	left	side.	Six	gold	chandeliers	hang	from	the	ceiling	that	I	once	thought	was	as	high	as	the	highest	mountain	in	the	world.	They	glow	in	the	sunlight.	Cameron	and	Sidney	face	the	preacher	and	the	wedding	party.	Their	pinkies	are	linked.	Their	eyes	drift	to	the	side	toward	one	another,	drawn	together	like	magnets.	My	throat	tightens.		 Three	weekends	ago	I	drank	a	double	bottle	of	Barefoot	Moscato	and	then	threw	up	on	myself	in	the	passenger	seat	of	David’s	car	because	he	couldn’t	pull	over	fast	enough.	It	was	just	the	two	of	us,	so	nobody	else	knew.	We’d	been	headed	to	a	birthday	party	for	a	friend.	He	turned	around	and	drove	back	to	my	house.	
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	 I’d	been	so	humiliated	that	I	thought	I’d	just	sit	there	in	my	own	sick	until	I	starved	to	death	or	something.	But	David	coaxed	me	out	of	the	car	and	guided	me	to	my	front	door	with	a	firm	grip	on	my	elbow.	Under	the	stone	archway	that	enclosed	the	door	and	the	welcome	mat,	he	helped	me	kick	off	my	shoes	and	socks,	lift	my	shirt	over	my	head,	and	unbutton	my	shorts.	We	left	them	all	in	a	pile	beside	the	door.	Upstairs,	he	pulled	the	shower	curtain	out	of	the	tub,	closed	the	drain,	and	started	to	run	a	bath.	I	approached	the	tub	and	made	to	get	in.			 “You	might	want	to	take	those	off	first,”	David	said.		 “Right.”	I	exhaled	and	removed	my	underwear.	The	hot	water	stung	as	I	eased	into	the	bath.		 “I	am	embarrassed,”	I	said	as	he	turned	the	handle	ninety	degrees	to	stop	the	flow	of	water.		 “Don’t	be.”	“I	am,”	I	repeated,	allowing	my	head	to	slump	back	against	the	cool	tile	that	covered	the	shower	walls.	With	my	eyes	closed,	the	room	began	to	spin	even	faster,	so	I	forced	my	eyes	back	open.		 David	laughed,	gently.	“It’s	okay,	babe.”		 “I	am	a	twenty-one-year-old	man.	My	boyfriend	should	not	have	to	bathe	me.”		 “But	here	we	are,”	he	said.	He	dipped	his	hand	into	the	tub,	cupping	his	fingers	and	pouring	a	handful	of	water	over	my	chest.	He	ran	his	fingers	through	my	hair.	Massaged	my	feet.		 “Will	you	still	marry	me	one	day?”	I	asked.	
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	 He	put	a	finger	under	my	chin	and	lifted	my	face	until	our	eyes	locked.	“Yes.”		 A	minute	or	so	later:	“Are	you	sure?”		 “Yes,”	he	said.		 “Okay.”		 Sidney	and	Cameron	are	exchanging	vows.	Cameron	says	that	marriage	was	created	by	God	and	for	God,	and	that	in	marrying	my	sister,	he	wants	to	honor	God,	to	lead	her	closer	to	God,	to	lead	their	family	down	God’s	path	for	them.	Sidney	says	that	marriage	was	created	by	God	and	for	God,	and	that	in	marrying	Cameron,	she	wants	to	honor	God,	to	submit	both	to	God’s	will	and	to	Cameron’s	guidance,	and	to	serve	them	both—God	first,	then	Cameron—for	the	rest	of	her	life.		 Next,	they	exchange	rings.	Nobody	faints.		Nobody	drops	a	goddamn	thing.		Cameron	slides	a	ring	onto	Sidney’s	finger,	and	she	does	the	same	for	him,	and	they	both	look	like	they	could	cry	or	shout	or	turn	their	joy	into	helium	and	float	up	to	the	chandeliers.		 “If	anyone	knows	some	reason	that	these	two	should	not	be	joined	in	marriage,	speak	now	or	forever	hold	your	peace,”	Brother	Brian	says.	I	look	around	the	sanctuary	and	wait	for	something,	for	anything,	for	a	man	to	burst	in	through	the	back	door	sweaty	and	out	of	breath	and	tell	us	all	that	Sidney	can’t	marry	Cameron,	she	simply	can’t,	because	Cameron	slept	with	his	wife,	and	he	would’ve	come	sooner	but	he’d	only	just	found	out,	and	he’d	been	stuck	in	a	traffic	jam,	and	there	was	an	earthquake	and	a	terrible	flood	and	locusts,	and	he	was	sorry	everything	had	to	go	
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people	standing	on	the	stage	behind	us.	There	are	some	people	in	the	pews,	too,	but	I	don’t	know	them	all.	David’s	family	is	there	in	the	front,	his	mom	crying	and	laughing	and	holding	his	dad’s	elbow	on	her	right	and	his	sister’s	on	her	left.	The	rest	of	the	church	fades.	The	baptistery	disappears,	the	backlit	cross	going	with	it.	There	are	no	more	people,	and	the	pews	are	gone.	No	chandeliers	hang	overhead.	There	are	no	walls.	No	more	green	carpet.	There’s	no	ceiling.	I	don’t	know	where	we	are.	It	is	dark.	I	hear	the	faint	rustle	of	wind	through	leaves	grow	into	a	howl.	I	hear	a	distant	rumble	and	then	a	sudden	clap	of	thunder.	I	feel	raindrops—first	light	and	then	heavy,	full—fall	onto	my	skin.	My	suit	is	soaked.	Lightning	illuminates	David’s	face	in	front	of	me.	I	am	kissing	him,	and	it	is	all	that	I	have.		 Cameron	and	Sidney	make	their	way	down	the	steps	and	out	of	the	sanctuary	as	husband	and	wife.	The	song	from	the	end	credits	of	The	Parent	Trap	remake	plays	over	the	speakers,	and	this,	finally,	is	something	the	little	old	ladies	might	judge,	but	I	sing	along	with	the	lyrics.	I	remember	when	I’m	supposed	to	leave	the	stage	and	escort	my	grandparents	out,	and	I	smile	while	I’m	doing	it.			 Later,	as	I	stand	in	a	corner	at	the	reception	holding	a	plastic	cup	filled	with	sparkling	grape	juice,	my	dad	walks	over.	He	exhales.	It’s	a	heavy,	satisfied	breath.		 “It’s	been	a	long	day,”	he	says.		 “Yeah,	it	has.”		 “But	everything	was	perfect.	It	couldn’t	have	been	more	perfect.”		 I	nod.	“It’s	exactly	what	she	wanted.”		
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Extraction		 I	feel	slow	and	everything	is	soft.	I	close	my	eyes	and	rub	my	fingers	in	circles	over	the	cloth	seats	of	Mom’s	Altima.	The	fibers	are	short	and	smooth	and	bristly	and	warm	from	the	sun	shining	through	the	windshield.	She	wanted	leather.	Why	didn’t	she	get	leather?	She’d	also	wanted	a	sunroof.	I	open	my	eyes	and	glance	upward.	No	sunroof!	Why	not?	The	roof	is	cloth	too,	so	I	reach	up	and	touch	it.	It’s	not	as	soft	as	the	seat,	but	it	is	soft.		 “Charlie,	what	are	you	doing?”		 “Mom,	did	you	know	everything	is	soft?”	I	say	through	a	mouth	of	gauze.		 “What	about	the	windows?”	she	asks.	I	reach	for	the	glass	beside	me	and	tap	my	knuckles	against	it.	Then	I	spread	my	fingers	like	I’m	going	to	trace	a	turkey	onto	a	piece	a	paper,	and	I	push	my	palm	into	the	glass,	waiting	for	something	to	give.	It	doesn’t,	but	the	window	is	cool	against	my	skin.	Cool	is	a	kind	of	soft.			 “You’re	drooling	again.”	I	lower	my	brows	and	look	to	the	left.	She	reaches	over	and	wipes	my	chin	with	a	wad	of	toilet	paper.			 I	appreciate	my	mother	for	accompanying	me	on	this	journey.	She’s	very	nice.	She	understands	insurance,	which	I	believe	to	be	an	admirable	quality	in	a	person.	She	also	knows	how	to	order	prescriptions	and	remembers	which	pharmacy	to	use	and	knows	how	much	everything	is	supposed	to	cost,	and	if	something	costs	more	than	she	thinks	it	should,	she	argues	about	insurance.	And	she	has	a	debit	card	that	takes	money	out	of	a	bank	account	that	is	not	mine!	Sometimes	she	uses	that	card	to	buy	me	food,	and	get	this:	the	card	knows	that	the	food	is	for	me,	but	it	still	doesn’t	take	money	out	of	my	account.	Amazing.	She	doesn’t	mind	wiping	drool	from	my	
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chin	because	I	am	her	son	and	she	gave	birth	to	me.	My	mom	is	nice.	I	bet	she’s	soft	too.	I	almost	reach	over	and	touch	her	cheek.	It’s	got	more	wrinkles	than	it	did	a	few	years	ago.	I	bet	they	make	her	cheek	even	softer.	I	don’t	reach	over	and	touch	her	cheek.	That	might	be	weird.	I	reach	up	and	touch	my	cheek	and	can	only	kind	of	feel	the	weight	of	my	fingers.		 “Where	are	my	teeth?”	I	ask	because	I	feel	like	that’s	something	I	should	know.		 “The	surgeon	kept	them.”		 My	mouth	drops	open,	and	I	stop	myself	from	saying	“what	the	fuck”	because	my	mom	is	in	the	car	and	she’s	never	heard	me	say	“fuck”	so	for	all	she	knows	I	don’t	say	“fuck.”	I’ve	never	heard	her	say	“fuck”	either.	My	dad	says	“damn”	and	“I	don’t	give	a	rat’s	ass”	sometimes.	I	remember	Jarvis	telling	me,	“Keep	your	mouth	closed,	man.	Just	keep	it	closed.”	Jarvis	didn’t	tell	me	it’d	be	impossible	to	close	my	mouth	because	of	all	the	gauze	the	nurse	stuffed	in	there.		 “Excuse	me?”	I	say	instead.	“Call	911.”		 “Why?”	she	says	at	the	end	of	an	exhale.		 “There’s	been	a	theft.”		 “Honey,	nobody	gets	to	keep	their	wisdom	teeth	after	they’re	removed.”		 “Nobody	told	me	that.”	Theft	is	not	soft.	Theft	is	hard	and	rough.		 Mom	sits	erect	behind	the	wheel,	not	leaning	into	the	back	of	her	seat,	holding	tight	to	ten	and	two.	Her	lips	are	thinner	than	usual.	She	keeps	glancing	at	me	from	the	corner	of	her	eye	and	breathing	in	irregular	patterns.	I	wonder	why	she	seems	so	tense	when	everything	else	is	soft	and	warm.	I	wonder	why	she	reaches	to	
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Desire	Lines		 We	are	walking	through	the	woods.	It	seems	like	we	are	always	walking	through	the	woods.	The	air	is	thick	and	soupy,	almost	like	you	could	scoop	it	with	a	ladle	and	pour	it	out	into	bowls,	divvy	it	up	into	breath-sized	portions.	It	hangs	heavy	under	the	branches	of	elm	trees	and	over	a	dense	layer	of	greenery	and	fallen	brush.	We	tread	a	familiar	path	through	dead	leaves	and	around	rotting	logs.		 “Did	you	know	William	Faulkner	didn’t	want	to	be	remembered?”	It’s	a	question,	but	it’s	not.	Micah	doesn’t	ask	it	like	it’s	a	question.	He	says	it	like	a	statement.			 “What	do	you	mean?”	I	ask.		 “All	that	great	American	author,	Nobel	Prize-winning	BS	didn’t	mean	anything	to	him.	He	said	he	wished	he’d	never	put	his	name	on	anything	he	wrote.	‘He	wrote	the	books	and	he	died.’	That’s	what	he	said	he	wanted.”		I’d	visited	him	at	work	before.	I’d	read	the	quote.	Faulkner	actually	said	“made”—he	made	the	books	and	he	died.	I	don’t	correct	him.		 “But	instead	he	got	his	house	turned	into	a	museum,”	I	reply.		 “Can’t	always	get	what	you	want.”	I	can	see	his	grin	out	of	the	corner	of	my	eye.	 We’ve	walked	this	path	almost	every	day	this	summer.	It	connects	his	childhood	home	with	my	childhood	home,	the	pair	of	them	separated	by	half	a	mile	of	wooded	land.		 “Did	you	know	that	in	theaters	the	trailers	used	to	play	after	the	movie?	That’s	why	it’s	called	a	trailer,”	he	says.	
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	 “Do	you	know	how	big	a	difference	there	is	between	a	million	seconds	and	a	billion	seconds?	A	million	seconds	is	only	eleven	days,	but	a	billion	seconds	is	like	31	years,”	he	says.		 Micah	isn’t	showing	off—he’s	pouring	out	all	the	information	he	thinks	is	worth	remembering.	He	has	a	bad	memory,	so	I	absorb	the	knowledge	he	imparts.	He	leaves	it	hanging	in	the	muggy	wilderness,	and	I	collect	it	for	him,	file	it	away	for	safekeeping.		 Micah	bends	over	and	removes	a	limb	that’s	fallen	onto	the	path.	He	lobs	it	into	a	patch	of	thorny	undergrowth	to	our	right	and	then	wipes	his	hands	clean	against	the	legs	of	his	faded	jeans.		 When	we	were	kids,	the	stretch	of	woods	separating	our	houses	was	our	kingdom.	We	ruled	it	together.	At	first	we	fought	over	who	would	be	the	king	and	what	that	would	make	the	other,	but	then	we	decided	the	kingdom	needed	two	kings.	Why	not?	I	ruled	the	animals—all	of	them	except	for	the	birds,	which	flew	and	nested	in	his	territory.	Micah	ruled	the	trees	and	the	air.	He	liked	climbing,	liked	to	be	high	up,	liked	to	look	down	at	his	kingdom	and	make	grand	declarations	about	the	state	of	it.	“The	elms	and	the	magnolias	agreed	to	a	peace	treaty	yesterday,	so	now	the	northern	cardinals	can	nest	in	both	of	them,”	he’d	say.	“Kudzu,	our	most	dangerous	enemy,	has	been	contained	in	the	North.	We	should	be	safe	for	a	while,”	he’d	say.	Likewise,	I’d	fill	him	in	on	the	wellbeing	of	our	subjects.	“The	mosquitoes	have	broken	their	agreement	to	stop	reproducing,	but	I’ve	granted	them	a	reprieve	because	they	promise	not	to	venture	beyond	the	trees,”	I’d	say.	“The	squirrels	have	
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completed	their	annual	storage	of	nuts	and	are	awaiting	the	arrival	of	winter,”	I’d	say.		 We	fashioned	a	fort	out	of	the	biggest	tree	in	the	middle	of	the	forest.	Its	trunk	was	wide	enough	that	Micah	and	I	could	stand	on	opposite	sides,	wrap	our	arms	around	the	bark,	and	not	be	able	to	touch	hands.	The	base	had	been	hollowed	out	by	time	and	animals	and	bacteria—my	dad	studied	trees	in	college—creating	a	small	shelter	that	I	claimed	as	my	chamber.	I	used	rocks	to	carve	words	and	pictures	into	the	heartwood.	Micah	sat	there	with	me	sometimes,	planning	projects	that	needed	to	be	done	around	the	kingdom.	But	mostly	he	preferred	to	climb.	A	protruding	knot	the	size	of	a	softball	provided	him	a	path	to	the	lowest	branch,	which	he’d	pull	himself	up	to,	straddle	for	a	minute	while	scouting	his	preferred	route,	and	then	stand	on	to	reach	the	next	branch,	to	climb	higher.	I	never	followed	him	up	the	tree.	My	stomach	flipped	at	the	thought	of	looking	down	from	that	height.		 “Did	you	know	that	Mississippi	didn’t	officially	ratify	the	13th	amendment	until	2013?”	he	asks.	“Did	you	know	that	J.K.	Rowling	lost	her	billionaire	status	because	she	gave	so	much	money	to	charity?”	he	asks.	File	under:	female	idols.		 When	Micah	and	I	were	thirteen,	I	could	hardly	fit	into	my	heartwood	chamber	alone,	much	less	with	Micah.	I	still	didn’t	want	to	climb	the	trees,	but	I	could	jump	up	and	reach	the	lowest	branch	without	using	the	knot.	I’d	hang	there	sometimes,	swinging	with	the	momentum	of	my	legs,	daring	myself	to	pull,	to	sit	up	there,	to	be	brave.	I	never	tried	it.		
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Micah	didn’t	talk	about	the	trees	and	the	birds	and	the	kingdom	with	as	much	enthusiasm.	I	guess	I	didn’t	either.	We	never	really	said	it,	never	officially	brought	it	to	a	capital	“e”	End,	but	we	stopped	meeting	in	the	middle	of	the	woods.	We	stopped	ruling	the	kingdom.	Instead,	I	walked	through	the	woods	to	his	house	every	day	after	school.	We	did	homework.	We	played	video	games—the	racing	ones,	not	the	shooting	ones,	because	his	parents	didn’t	like	those.	We	kicked	a	soccer	ball	back	and	forth	in	the	front	yard.	His	parents	let	me	stay	for	dinner	whenever	I	wanted.		 My	mom	didn’t	like	that	I	spent	so	much	time	at	his	house.	“Do	they	smoke?	Drink?”	she	asked.	I	shook	my	head	no.	“Are	they	Christian?”	she	asked.		 “I	think	so.”		 “If	you	don’t	know	for	sure,	then	they’re	not	the	same	kind	of	Christians	we	are.”		 “What	kind	of	Christians	are	we?”	I	asked.		 “The	real	kind.”		 In	the	distance,	a	doe	slinks	through	the	trees,	closely	followed	by	her	fawn.	Micah	and	I	stop	walking	to	admire	them.	The	doe	stops	as	well	and	turns	her	head	to	look	at	us.	We	lock	eyes	for	a	second	before	she	bolts,	her	young	sprinting	after	her	on	toothpicks.		 “How	are	the	deer	these	days?”	he	asks.		 “There’s	this	bobcat	that	keeps	threatening	some	of	their	babies,	so	they’re	a	little	on	edge.”		 “That’s	unfortunate,”	he	says.	“The	trees	haven’t	fought	any	wars	recently,	so	I	must’ve	done	a	better	job	than	you.	Left	things	alright…”	
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	 I	elbow	him	in	the	arm,	and	he	pulls	away	laughing.	Micah	bends	over	and	picks	up	a	rock	from	the	dust.	He	throws	it	into	the	air,	high	and	straight	ahead	of	us.	I	hear	it	crashing	through	tree	limbs,	hear	a	solid	thump	as	it	lands	out	of	sight.			 “Did	you	know	that	Mother	Teresa	doubted	her	faith?	Like,	she	did	all	of	that	work	for	the	poor	in	the	name	of	Jesus,	but	she	wrote	a	bunch	of	letters	talking	about	how	she	couldn’t	feel	God	anymore.”		 “No,	I	didn’t	know	that,”	I	say.		 “Yeah,	she	wanted	the	letters	to	be	destroyed	when	she	died,	but	the	Church	refused.	She	wrote	about	not	feeling	God	for	the	last	40	or	50	years	of	her	life.”		 “Then	how	is	she	still	a	saint?”	I	ask.		 “The	Church	decided	that	even	though	she	doubted	God’s	existence,	she	never	lost	faith,	and	she	never	stopped	doing	the	work	she	thought	she	was	on	Earth	to	do.	They	called	her	a	hero.”			 “Sounds	sad	to	me,”	I	say.		 The	summer	after	we	stopped	ruling	the	kingdom,	my	mom	heard	a	rumor	about	Micah.	She	heard	that	when	the	two	of	us	went	to	a	weeklong	camp	just	across	the	state	line,	he’d	been	caught	kissing	another	boy	by	the	lake	after	midnight.	She	heard	the	rumor	in	the	grocery	store	from	her	friend	Anne	whose	sister	Staci’s	son	Jared	was	at	the	camp	with	us,	in	the	same	cabin	as	Micah.		 “Did	you	know	this	happened	while	y’all	were	there?”		 “No,”	I	said.	“We	weren’t	in	the	same	cabin.”	“He’s	never	tried	to…to	do	anything	or	kiss	you,	has	he?”	she	asked	me.		 “No,	Mom.	I	don’t	even	think	that	rumor	is	true.”	
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	 “What	do	you	mean	it’s	not	true?	Anne’s	sister	Staci’s	son	Jared	saw	it!”		 “Whatever…”		 “Hey!	Don’t	say	‘whatever’	to	your	mom!”	Dad	said	from	across	the	room.	“You’re	not	going	back	over	to	his	house,”	Mom	said,	pointing	her	finger	to	the	wall	in	the	direction	of	the	woods.		 “Mom!”		 She	glared	at	my	dad.		 “You	don’t	want	anything	to	do	with	a	pervert,	son.”		 Both	Mom	and	Dad	started	hovering.	I	kept	seeing	him	though.	I	couldn’t	go	over	to	his	house	anymore,	couldn’t	play	videogames	or	kick	a	soccer	ball	or	stay	for	dinner.	I	couldn’t	even	go	for	a	walk	in	the	woods	without	drawing	suspicion.	But	for	the	rest	of	the	summer,	I	waited	until	I	could	hear	my	dad’s	soft	snores	from	down	the	hall	before	gently	flipping	the	latch	on	my	bedroom	window	and	raising	it	a	few	feet,	just	enough	for	me	to	slip	out	and	land	quietly	on	the	grass	outside.	We	met	in	the	middle	of	our	path.	It	was	hard	at	first	because	we’d	never	been	in	the	woods	when	it	was	that	dark.	By	the	end	of	the	summer,	I	could	walk	it	with	my	eyes	closed,	could	make	out	a	winding	trail	from	between	the	shadows	of	trees,	could	feel	the	difference	between	trampled	brush	and	wild	forest	on	the	soles	of	my	feet.		 When	we	met	in	the	middle	of	our	woods,	he	kissed	me.	Like	he	did	beside	the	lake	at	camp,	but	less	nervous.	Less	restrained.	Less	worried	that	someone	might	see	us,	that	someone	had	seen	us,	that	a	boy	from	his	cabin	hadn’t	been	asleep	yet	when	Micah	snuck	out.	In	our	woods,	we	kissed	like	kings,	like	the	royalty	we’d	
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been,	like	no	one—not	the	birds	not	the	trees	not	the	squirrels	not	the	air—could	challenge	us.		 “Did	you	know	there	are	more	fake	flamingos	on	the	earth	than	there	are	real	ones?”	he	asks.		 “Did	you	know	that	Leonardo	DiCaprio	was	nominated	for	seven	Oscars	before	he	finally	won?”	He	won	best	actor	on	his	sixth	nomination,	but	I	don’t	correct	him.	The	afternoon	is	too	quiet,	the	sun	too	low,	the	sky	too	orange	through	a	patchwork	of	branches	and	leaves,	for	his	mistake	to	matter.		 Micah	convinced	his	parents	that	the	rumors	were	false,	and	I	convinced	my	parents	that	I	had	no	interest	in	speaking	to	him.	We	met	in	the	woods	every	summer	night	and	once	or	twice	during	the	week	after	school	started	again.	I	saw	him	at	school,	too—in	the	halls,	during	lunch,	in	one	or	two	classes.	When	we	could	drive,	it	got	easier	to	see	each	other.	To	eat	meals	together.	To	see	a	movie	at	the	theater.	To	feel	normal.		Even	then,	we’d	still	meet	in	the	woods.	Something	about	it	felt	special,	like	it	was	our	cut	of	the	universe	and	no	one	else’s.			 The	night	before	I	moved	into	my	college	dorm,	my	mom	found	a	picture	of	us.	I’d	packed	it	into	a	book	thinking	it	would	be	safe	there.	But	she	knocked	the	box	off	my	bed	and	my	books	tumbled	out	onto	my	floor	in	a	literary	mess	and	the	picture	fell	from	between	the	pages	of	Pride	and	Prejudice.	It	was	a	picture	Micah	had	taken	of	us.	His	arm	was	outstretched,	entering	the	frame	from	the	bottom	left.	He	looked	into	the	camera,	smiling	without	teeth	as	I	kissed	his	stubbly	cheek.		
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	 Mom	didn’t	say	anything.	She	put	the	picture	back	into	the	book	and	put	the	books	back	into	the	box	and	sat	the	box	back	on	the	bed.	The	next	day	she	helped	me	move	into	my	dorm,	only	speaking	when	necessary—“Which	box	did	you	put	the	bedding	in?”	or	“Where	do	you	want	this	floor	lamp?”			 Dad	didn’t	help	me	move	in.	He	walked	into	the	kitchen	that	morning	and	locked	eyes	with	me,	a	forkful	of	scrambled	egg	whites	halfway	to	my	half-open	mouth.	He	tried	to	say	something.	At	least	I	think	he	tried.	He	opened	his	mouth	just	enough	for	air	to	pass	through	his	lips,	but	no	sound	came	out.	He	turned	around	and	walked	back	into	his	bedroom.		 “Did	you	know	the	Eiffel	Tower	grows	like	six	inches	taller	in	the	summer?	The	heat	makes	the	iron	expand,”	he	says.		“Did	you	know	that	Venice	is	sinking?	It’ll	be	completely	under	water	in	about	100	years,”	he	says.	File	under:	places	to	go	before	they	die.		 My	mom	told	Micah’s	mom.	They	cried	together	and	tried	to	figure	out	where	they’d	gone	wrong,	what	they	could’ve	done	different,	why	this	was	happening	to	them.	His	mom	sent	him	to	conversion	therapy,	and	he	went	because	he	wanted	her	to	know	that	he’d	tried	everything	and	still	couldn’t	figure	out	why	he’d	always	thought	a	kingdom	could	be	just	fine	with	two	kings.	My	mom	tried	to	send	me	to	our	pastor’s	office,	but	I	wouldn’t	go.	She	yelled	about	it.	My	dad	yelled	about	it.	They	hugged	me	on	our	living	room	floor	and	prayed	yelled	prayed	yelled	to	God	about	it.	I	told	them	I	loved	them.	I	told	them	I	wasn’t	going.	I	told	them	I’d	talked	to	God	about	it	enough	and	that	the	two	of	us	were	fine.	
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My	parents	dropped	it,	and	they	barely	talked	to	me	for	a	week,	and	then	they	started	talking	to	me	again.	They	didn’t	speak	in	quite	the	same	tones;	they	didn’t	look	at	me	quite	the	same	way.	Everything	shifted.	It	was	fine	though.	It	was	easier	than	lying.	It	was	easier	than	walking	on	my	toes,	holding	my	breath	every	time	they	were	around.		 We	graduate	from	college	in	two	weeks,	and	then	we	are	moving	to	Boston	because	I	got	into	a	graduate	program	and	he	found	a	job	that	is	kind	of	related	to	his	degree.	Our	parents	aren’t	going	with	us	to	move,	but	they	both	agreed	to	pay	a	month’s	rent	to	help	us	get	settled.	Last	night	I	opened	Mom’s	laptop	to	run	a	quick	Google	search	and	found	an	open	tab	where	she’d	been	looking	for	plane	tickets	from	Memphis	to	Boston	in	late	December.		 We	are	still	walking	through	the	woods.	The	orange	sky	is	fading,	losing	a	bit	of	luster,	but	it	isn’t	navy	just	yet.	Micah	reaches	across	the	space	between	us	and	grabs	my	hand.	His	thumb	is	over	mine,	but	that	doesn’t	feel	right,	so	we	untangle	our	fingers	and	rethread	them	the	other	way.	We’re	somewhere	near	the	middle	of	the	woods,	near	the	tree	with	the	big	knot	in	the	bark,	the	one	I	used	to	sit	inside	while	he	climbed	up,	up,	up	until	he	could	see	all	of	the	trees,	until	he	could	almost	make	out	the	roofs	of	both	our	houses	on	either	side	of	him.		 “Do	you	know	what	a	desire	line	is?”	he	asks.		 “No.”	I	shake	my	head.		 “It’s	a	path	that	people	create	by	taking	it.	Like	when	a	sidewalk	on	campus	turns	ninety	degrees	and	you	can	see	a	line	of	worn	down	grass	cutting	off	the	angle.	
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It’s	faster	to	walk	through	the	grass	than	to	follow	the	sidewalk,	so	enough	people	do	it	and	make	a	new	path.”		 “Interesting.”		 “Yeah,	they	pop	up	all	over	the	world	in	parks	and	on	college	campuses	and	mountain	trails.	They	drive	landscapers	and	planners	crazy.	No	matter	where	sidewalks	are	placed	or	how	clearly	trails	are	marked,	people	always	find	some	way	that’s	easier	or	more	convenient	or	more	welcoming.	And	they	walk	it	into	existence.”		 “So	they’re	like	paths	of	least	resistance,”	I	say.		 “Sometimes,	but	not	really.	Like	park	rangers	will	put	up	signs	or	build	a	fence	or	place	a	big	rock	at	the	start	of	a	desire	line	to	try	and	ward	people	away	from	it	and	keep	them	on	the	official	trail,	but	it	usually	doesn’t	work.	If	they	close	up	one	path,	another	desire	line	will	appear.	People	will	go	where	they	want	to	go	even	if	they	have	to	go	a	different	way.”		 I	think	about	my	old	walk	from	one	class	to	another	across	a	large	area	of	grass	and	trees	and	rolling	hills.	The	sidewalk	led	me	a	hundred	feet	to	the	left	before	allowing	me	to	take	a	right	and	head	toward	my	next	class.	I	never	took	the	sidewalk.	In	the	rain,	through	the	mud,	even	when	the	landscaping	crew	put	up	cones,	I	followed	the	footsteps	of	hundreds	of	students	before	me,	those	who	carved	out	a	walking	path	through	the	trees	where	there	was	none,	where	one	made	sense.		 The	school	paved	a	new	sidewalk	a	few	months	ago.		 “Not	a	path	of	least	resistance,”	I	say.	“A	desire	line.”		 “Yeah,”	he	says,	squeezing	my	hand	in	his.	
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	 We	stand	there	in	our	woods.	The	middle	of	our	woods.	Our	tree,	our	base,	towers	in	front	of	us,	taller	than	ever.	The	hollow	opening	in	the	trunk	is	dark	with	shadows,	and	I	wonder	if	my	drawings	and	my	writings	are	still	there	carved	into	the	heartwood,	or	has	an	animal	or	water	or	time	rotted	away	evidence	that	I	was	there?		 He	leans	over	and	kisses	me	on	the	lips.	A mosquito	buzzes	in	my	ear,	but	I	don’t	bother	swatting	it	away.		 “See	you	tomorrow?”	he	asks.		 “Tomorrow,”	I	nod.		 He	turns	and	walks	toward	his	house.	The	ground	is	dry	from	the	summer	heat	and	lack	of	rain,	and	as	he	follows	the	winding	dirt	path	through	a	forest	of	dark	green	foliage,	he	kicks	up	a	miniature	cloud	of	dust	with	each	step.		 I	turn	toward	my	house,	and	I	see	the	same	path	spread	out	before	me,	leading	me	in	the	opposite	direction	through	tree	trunks	and	wild	growth.	The	sky	is	veering	toward	navy	now,	the	sun	drifting	further	and	further	away	to	spread	the	day	to	places	just	waking	up	from	the	night.	As	I	walk	home,	something	about	the	dirt	and	dust	beneath	my	feet	feels	right.	Like	it	belongs	there.	Like	it	should’ve	been	there	all	along.		 				 			 			
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Hey,	Mom	and	Dad.	Hey,	Shea.	Do	you	remember	driving	home	from	Cooke	
Memorial	Baptist	Church	in	the	maroon	Tahoe	and	listening	to	MercyMe’s	“I	Can	
Only	Imagine”	on	CD?	Do	you	remember	how	much	I	loved	that	song?	Mom,	do	you	
remember	when	you	came	to	get	me	from	children’s	church	because	Mr.	Greg	was	
going	to	sing	it	in	big	church	and	you	knew	I’d	want	to	hear?	Do	y’all	remember	
singing	it	in	the	maroon	Tahoe,	and	do	you	remember	sitting	in	the	driveway	with	
the	Tahoe	still	cranked	and	the	heat	blowing—was	it	winter?	I	don’t	remember	if	it	
was	winter—so	that	the	song	could	replay	and	I’d	have	a	chance	to	sing	it	by	
myself	and	see	if	I	could	hold	that	note	for	long	enough?	Do	you	remember	the	
note?	It	was	the	last	syllable	of	“imagine.”	I	don’t	think	I	could	hold	it	then.	I	don’t	
think	Shea	could	either.	We	had	to	stop,	inhale,	and	keep	going.	You	let	us	try,	
though.	You	sat	in	the	driveway	and	listened	to	the	song	for	the	fourth	time	in	a	
row	just	so	I	could	try.	
	
Did	you	think	we’d	be	here	now?	Could	you	imagine	this,	then?	I	couldn’t.	
	
I	can	hold	the	note	now.	I	tried	it	a	few	days	ago.	I	was	probably	off	key	or	flat	or	
whatever.	But	I	did	it.	Do	you	believe	me?	Do	you	want	to	hear	it?		
Listen.		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
